We have been talking about strategic alignment between the business and information technology (IT) in organizational endeavor for at least two decades now (Venkatraman et al., 1993 ). Yet, despite heroic efforts on the part of researchers and practitioners we appear to be still far from achieving this business-IT 'nirvana', where the efforts of business and IT are synchronized as a well-engineered machine delivering extraordinary value to the business. Researchers have argued that alignment, while a complex and dynamic process, occurs when there is congruence between what the business wants to achieve (its strategy) and how IT may serve that strategy. The thinking is that if business and IT can really become aligned (integrated, synchronized and fused) then organizations will begin to realize extraordinary value from their investments in IT systems and processes, and the services they afford (Maes et al., 2000; Smaczny, 2001) Given that most constructions of the idea of business-IT alignment adopt a mechanistic perspective, the state of alignment envisaged is equivalent to a mirage, seeming to exist in vivid, lifelike color, but in reality, actually non-existent. As with the mirage in the desert, the expectation of a truly satisfying, thirst-quenching repast disappears into a bowl of sun-baked sand when the target is approached. Rather than chasing a dream, often thwarted by the structural and ideological rigidities maintained by vested interests in organizations, we call for more intense effort focused on cultivating and harvesting the products and services afforded by IT investment on an ongoing cycle. We advocate a shift, by both researchers and practitioners, from an engineering perspective on IT business alignment to one that embraces more of an agricultural view.
alignment that presumes, as in the realm of engineering, building construction or manufacturing, an ideal that is known, standardized, measurable and achievable. The outcomes from being aligned can be predicted and achieved through learning, refining and adhering to standard practices. These practices, once known, are replicable and customizable. Although some level of dynamism is acknowledged it is contained, accounted for and circumscribed in arriving at a solution (Agarwal & Sambamurthy, 2009) .
To more effectively leverage IT to deliver extraordinary value to the business, executives and managers in organizations are encouraged to break away from the siloed thinking behind the alignment concept to the more wholistic notion of institutionalizing and infusing IT within the everyday realities of business strategy in action. In a bid to overcome the false dichotomy between business and IT some researchers, such as Smaczny (2001), argue for the 'fusion' of business and IT strategies. He argues for one strategy that shapes the choices made by organizations in deploying IT to support business objectives. The idea that IT strategy is infused into business strategy, while important and useful, does not move too far away from the traditional mechanistic thinking about alignment. There is still the persistent idea that there are at least two known parameters that can be 'fused' together.
This engineering motif is problematic when addressing the issue of IT 0 s role in business strategy. In totality, a goal of alignment can have a profoundly negative effect on the realization of IT benefit by reinforcing the separation of the 'Business' and 'IT' agendas. While recognizing that IT and related infrastructures have significantly engineered components and processes, thinking about alignment in engineering terms may be limiting at best and fatal at worst as current business and IT orthodoxies are constantly being challenged by new realities (Agarwal & Sambamurthy, 2009) . Therefore, focusing on alignment in these terms may lead to organizations failing to embrace the emergent and novel affordances embodied in newer technologies, systems and processes.
Is there a more useful way of conceptualizing the relationship between business and IT and how organizations can more effectively and presciently harness the value of IT investments? One way of doing this is to adopt an agricultural rather than an engineering motif in understanding the IT-business relationship. This agricultural framework features an investment to maturity cycle that emphasizes the intense and meaningful engagement of all stakeholders at every stage in the selection, cultivation, nurturing, harvesting and renewal of IT investments within the emergent environmental milieu faced by organizations over time. There is a need to shift the focus away from seeking alignment as an end goal to that of developing an organization's dynamic capabilities (both business and IT) to harness and harvest the affordances and value of information technology. Such an approach is at once evolutionary, entrepreneurial, innovative and improvisational, reflecting the general tenets of evolutionary theories of organizational change (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995) and ecological theories of IS diffusion (Baskerville & Pries-Heje, 2001 ) It demands a different mindset, one that embraces a dynamic process of learning and growth that fosters flexibility and organizational responsiveness. The agricultural metaphor, illustrated in the notion of a garden, is used to further elaborate the idea embracing a learning-oriented approach to harnessing the value of IT-based systems by organizations.
Making IT investment decisions
A beautiful garden potentially has multiple origins. It can result from the entrepreneurial efforts of the originator, the mimetic actions of a competitor, acquisition through purchase and inheritance, among other means, or provisioned by external suppliers of garden infrastructure and services (e.g. garden centers, botanical gardens, among others). Similarly, in business, efforts to benefit from IT can be original (e.g., Amazon's use of IT to transform the way we purchase books and other commodities), mimetic (enterprise resource planning (ERP) adoption in Fortune 500 companies), acquired through purchase, mergers and strategic alliances (such as Boeing's IT portfolio of over 10,000 applications, which resulted from multiple merger and acquisition over the years (Diana, 2009)), or provisioned through outsourcing arrangements. Gardens will differ in terms of their size, type of produce, cost, quality and aesthetic mixes. Some gardens are functional and attractive whereas others may be extremely well-manicured, ornate and expensive to develop and maintain (e.g., Schönbrunn Palace gardens in Vienna, Austria). In the same vein, IT investments by business can be functional and utilitarian (Carr, 2005) or strategic (Kulatilaka & Venkatraman, 2001) . Deciding on the mix and priorities of the IT investment portfolio is the key responsibility of business and IT executives.
The strategic alignment literature privileges the role of business and IT strategy in shaping the direction for investments in IT in a somewhat deterministic way. The importance of outlining a strategic direction is recognized here as well, but not in a predetermined way. Evolutionary and ecological views of strategic change are more improvisational and responsive. With gardening, decisions, large or small, made at the inception of a journey often chart a path-dependent course that will shape future decisions and directions. In gardening, the gardener needs to decide what type of garden he or she would like to plant. This will then indicate what inputs and tools need to be assembled to construct the garden. So it is in the case of IT. Initial decisions must be made as to what infrastructural components(hardware, software applications and physical space) are needed to achieve desired current and future strategic goals. The realized outcomes and strategy may understandably differ from that intended, as it is particularly challenging for organizations to forecast and prepare for future needs while balancing cost concerns.
IT investments may be employed in efforts to achieve proprietary advantage, drive profitable growth, leverage infrastructure or create value-enabling opportunities for the future. However, an invested portfolio represents a legacy of sunk costs, processes and systems that cannot be easily uprooted without significant disruption and additional cost. For example, Nestle's commitment to deploying SAP globally could not be reversed without cost once the implementation got underway (Worthen, 2002) . A commitment such as this creates a significant legacy, which, even if reversed, will have path-dependent effects that last well beyond the project implementation phase. As organizations operate in dynamic and volatile environments, IT investments may need to be considered through the lens of strategic options (Kulatilaka & Venkatraman, 2001) . Each investment, once made, has an opportunity cost. Funds invested in IT infrastructural components are not available for training and development. Treating IT investments as strategic options gives managers the flexibility to sense and respond to the dynamic changes in the environment, increasing the possibility of greater strategic alignment than following predetermined strategies that are no longer relevant. However, it must be made clear that holding too many options for too long may be costly and unsustainable.
Although mimetic pressures often lead gardeners to emulate other gardeners, each need to consider his or her own environment given the probability that the neighbor 0 s garden possesses individual qualities that are not necessarily visible to the naked eye. The casually ambiguous nature of outcomes from IT compels each organization to evaluate its own unique characteristics in order to be efficient and successful. A robust selfassessment process must be used to gauge present and future needs, without wasting resources trying to assemble unnecessary capabilities.
Cultivating and nurturing IT investments
Like in gardening, getting superior results from IT investments does not happen by magic and does not necessarily follow from the deployment of sophisticated technology artifacts. Synchrony between business and IT investment activities (a key goal of strategic alignment) is best achieved when IT investments, like growing plants, are cultivated and nurtured in heedful ways. Plants, left untended, are likely to face competition for nourishment from a variety of weeds. Parasitic and poisonous weeds, if allowed to grow unchecked, will eventually suffocate the fruit-bearing plant. Similarly, IT 'weeds' are often allowed to flourish in organizations through the proliferation of unconnected and uncoordinated IT applications implemented in response to a wide variety of urgent or manufactured crises, derailments and distractions. Most of these applications provide partial but immediate solutions for isolated business problems and tend not to be connected in any way to each other or to the enterprise-wide IT application infrastructure. Duplicative, they consume an inordinate amount of support and maintenance time creating divergent paths away from intended goals and fostering greater misalignments. These 'IT weeds' may proliferate to the point where they suffocate those applications that may have strategic impact. For example, one North American city found itself with over 450 different application solutions, many of which duplicated functionality and resource requirements. At the same time executives in the city failed to properly invest in leveraging the corporation's already deployed ERP application infrastructure. Consequently, it was forced to maintain both a large set of individualized, siloed applications, along with its ERP, which was underemployed in serving the business needs.
A typical response to the proliferation of weeds is to apply toxic weed killers. However, organizations must be careful in the use of powerful and expedient IT 'weed killers' ('IT does not matter', whole scale outsourcing, among others). These, like weed killers used indiscriminately in agriculture, can have deleterious effects on the ability of organizations to benefit from growth opportunities presented by new developments in business or technological trajectories. Careful attention must be given to managing both the technological hype cycles (y2k, ERP, dot.com and cloud computing, among others) and their inevitable flameouts (Kulatilaka & Venkatraman, 2001) .
IT investments typically go through a 'shakedown' process post implementation (Markus & Tanis, 2000) . This represents the nourishing phase of the investment, adjusting and fine-tuning the deployed assets so that they will deliver according to espoused or emergent requirements. This phase embodies a type of entrepreneurial coping, making adjustments caused by malfunctions and breakdowns. Given the dynamism in organizations, requirements will change over the life cycle of an investment. Managers and other business and IT personnel must presciently recognize the required adjustments that must be made and adroitly apply the requisite solutions. Such coping is a key to the alignment envisaged in the strategic alignment literature and reflects the type of diffusion of IS innovation patterns suggested by the ecological theories (Baskerville & PriesHeje, 2001 ). This nourishing is not costless as some managers tend to assume. It must be factored into the fully loaded cost of deploying and leveraging the IT investment.
The value of investments in IT can only be proficiently released with the engagement of knowledgeable people adroitly using the systems and services. This means that much effort must be put into developing the individual and collective capabilities of business and IT personnel to effectively and expertly design, deploy and deliver ITdriven business solutions. Such people must be capable of distinguishing between the 'weeds' in the IT portfolio and the 'good' plants and be able to remove them without destroying the valuable plants. They need to understand the underlying structures and architectures and the connections between applications. Just as a prudent manager of a garden would not let an untrained or inexperienced laborer be solely responsible for cultivating the plants under his care, so too must business managers ensure that those responsible for IT are capable of delivering the solutions required by the business.
Harvesting 'ripe IT fruit'
'Ripe IT fruit' is considered to be IT performance that achieves or exceeds the organization 0 s overall strategic intent. Specifically, these include the basic utility functions that facilitate efficient task execution in a manner that maximizes the firm 0 s available resources. These tasks add value and are either fundamental or complementary to strategic goal attainment. The second critical element of ripe fruit is integrity, which is characterized by consistent performance that is reliable and relatively error-free. This generally results in productive levels of management-IT coordination (alignment) and useful output that is directly applied to organizational goal attainment. Third, ripe fruit IT performance is aesthetically pleasing. It produces user satisfaction that is positively correlated with efficient task completion and can contribute to a culture that truly values IT. These three components, when fully operational, can provide powerful support to overall strategic goal attainment.
The key to getting maximum value from any gardening endeavor is knowing which fruit to pick and when to pick them. If fruit is picked prematurely or too late, it may end up being rejected and discarded because it lacks the sweetness and nutritional value that is expected. Harvesting IT 'fruit' must be done intelligently and in a timely manner to ensure that the value extracted will be maximized. Business and IT managers should harvest the 0 low hanging 0 fruit, representing quick 'wins' quickly and deftly. This builds confidence and spur motivation for more complex and complicated endeavors. Oftentimes, managers are so focused on delivering the whole package of projected IT benefits that they fail to realize the potentially high payoff from selectively delivering those parts of the IT package that can bring early satisfaction. By not harvesting ripe IT fruit in a timely manner, organizations may also miss important emergent modifications or deviations in the strategic trajectory and could end up delivering on a strategy that is no longer valid or relevant in the current context, entrenching further misalignments.
Oftentimes, organizations, after having invested significant amounts in IT, pick the first fruits and then abandon the IT 'plant'. Rather than building on the investment made, many smaller, yet isolated, investments were made in delivering function specific applications. For IT investments to continue to deliver value, managers must continue to be vigilant, thus ensuring that new investments are not made in isolation of previous ones. They need to have processes in place that will ensure that new investments are strategically and functionally congruent with prior investments so that the resulting synergies can deliver maximum value.
Harvesting, also, is not a 'one size fits all' endeavor. Different fruits require different harvesting techniques and approaches. Some fruits must be picked by hand by specially trained pickers with an intimate knowledge and understanding of the properties of the fruit, whereas others can be harvested by specially designed machines on a bulk basis. In the IT space, organizations constantly must make decisions about the IT 'fruit picking' arrangement that will deliver the most value. In a situation that requires intimate knowledge of the organization and quick customized response, insource the IT services. In settings that fit more formulaic and standardized approaches, outsource the services to other providers.
Renewing/refreshing or retiring IT investments
Through vigilant and focused attention successful gardeners are able to ascertain which plants need to be replaced and replanted and which need to be removed from the garden entirely. So often, organizations having attained significant benefits from IT projects, fail to maintain or improve on those benefits. Old, unproductive and costly applications are allowed to remain in production. Others are allowed to decline, having been starved of resources. This type of complacency on the part of organizations can lead to the entrenchment of legacy infrastructure and organizational processes, often major contributors to alignment difficulties that may be detrimental to the future development of growth of the organization. Tackling the complacency requires the fostering of flexible learning environments, which demand consistent reassessment in order to make changes that enable renewal and process improvement. Successful renewal requires regular self-assessment to learn from current situated experiences as well as research to avoid lock-in to core rigidities. It involves making regular investments in capability development along with those related to refreshing of IT infrastructure components, making regular upgrades to business processes and applications.
Going forward
What research and practice implications follow from taking this approach to understanding IT value appropriation by organizations? For practice it means a shift in focus from looking for a correct formula for blending IT and business to one of patient and prescient deployment, cultivation, nurturing and harvesting of IT investments. There are no elixirs that can fix this alignment challenge. Alignment in the engineering sense is 'fools gold'. It gives the semblance of the real thing when it is not. Such alignment can lock the organization into modes of investing and operating that could be counterproductive. Focus must be kept on generating value through intense, proactive, intentional and entrepreneurial efforts on the part of highly capable people. Although it is important for executives in organizations to select and invest in a portfolio of strategic options, they must also recognize, prioritize and facilitate improvisational adjustments that will create real 'alignment'.
For researchers, finding the right combination of variables or identifying the set of facilitators or inhibitors of alignment will not resolve the alignment conundrum. The combinations are constantly in flux (Agarwal & Sambamurthy, 2009) , therefore what may seem to work today in one particular context might be totally ineffective under a different set of circumstances. Although it is important and sometimes even necessary to apply what has been previously learnt in a different situation to a new one, it cannot be treated as prescription. It is an input into shaping the present understanding. Purely quantitative studies seeking definitive answers to alignment issues will necessarily have shortcomings. Persistence in pursuing the mechanistic view of business-IT alignment can only lead to dispiritingly inconclusive results for the researcher. More energy and time should be committed to understanding the processes by which firms can more effectively, presciently and adroitly harness considerable affordances of IT in service to organizational endeavor.
In this issue we have four research papers. The first two deal with user resistance and non-adoption.
In 'User resistance determinants and the psychological contract in enterprise system implementations' Tim Klaus of the Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi and J. Ellis Blanton of the University of South Florida report on data gathered from a focus group and users in three organizations. They position user resistance in relation to the violations in the psychological contracts that guide users in their behavior. Their analysis leads to 12 determinants of psychological contract breaches that can materialize as user resistance. Examples include the removal of autonomy (control) and recognition of expertise or conflicts between system changes and the organizational structure. Their work is important because it adds depth to our explanations, during information systems implementation, of unexpectedly negative behavior in otherwise loyal and motivated co-workers.
In 'Analyzing IOIS adoption through structural contradictions' Juan Rodó n and Feliciano Sesé of ESADE develop a surprising perspective on adoption by studying it in balance with its opposite, non-adoption. They report a 5-year-long case study of an interorganizational information system. Anchoring their findings to structuration theory, they primarily point to structural reconfigurations that create contradiction with previous social structures. These findings are important because they enable managers to predict and avoid potential adoption problems by analyzing the potential impact on social structures in the participating organizations.
The next two papers regard characteristics of online systems and user interfaces that bring effectiveness and satisfying use to the end users.
The increasing prevalence of online taxation filing and payment systems is placing e-government systems squarely between citizens and one of the most unpopular aspects of government, viz., paying our taxes. Taxation data has long been recognized as a dangerous place for losing out on high-level policy decisions (Kraemer et al., 1987) . For tax authorities, these systems absolutely must work well. In this regard the research by Regina Connolly of the Dublin City University Business School together with Frank Bannister and Aideen Kearney of Trinity College Dublin is important because it concludes that user perceptions of value and convenience are key to acceptance. In 'Government website service quality: A study of the Irish Revenue Online Service' they report the results of their survey of 22,000 citizens that provided more than 6000 responses. Not surprisingly, there are important differences between the attitudes of online taxation users and other online users. But one of the results is surprising: the perception that there is value to the public inherent in these systems. They go on to recommend close attention to informing users about system functionality and its protection of their privacy.
Carlos Flavián Blanco, Raquel Gurrea Sarasa and Carlos Orú s Sanclemente of the University of Zaragoza study the value of visual versus textual information (and combinations of these) in web page presentations. 'Effects of visual and textual information in online product presentations' is reminiscent of the Minnesota experiments that kicked off serious experimental research in information systems (Dickson et al., 1977) . The researchers present the results of a lab experiment involving product images and different kinds of textual presentations. The different elements are shown to interact in predictable ways and provide design heuristics for idea web page presentations.
Following these four research articles, the first article in our contrarian series appears with a separate introduction by series editor Joe Nandhakumar of Warwick Business School and a commentary by Senior Associate Editor Marios Koufaris of Baruch College, City University of New York.
